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ABSTRACT 

This paper argues that school pract ices that put 
at-risk students and limited-English students with grade-appropriate 
students in heterogeneous groups may in fact be abusive and 
discriminatory* Significant access to instructional content can occur 
only if the material matches the skill level of the children* If a 
lesson is presented to a group of children who exhibit great 
individual differences in skills and knowledge, the lower performers 
do not heve access to the content because they lack skills and 
knowledge needed to learn the content* Placement abuses can be 
identified by noting where students are placed in curricular 
sequences that are greatly discrepant with the students* performance* 
Student abuse can happen when schools install newly adopted 
instructional material* The essay closes by making the argument that 
these abusive practices based on individual differences become 
discriminatory when particular sub-groups of a population are 
selectively subjected to the abusive practice or when the likelihood 
of the abuse is far greater for one sub~group of the population than 
it is for other groups* In particular. Blacks, non-English speaking 
students, and at-'risk children receive serious injuries from 
misplacement in instructional sequences* (JB) 
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Introduction 

Schools promote practices that give the impres- 
sion that at-risk students and limited-English stu- 
dents have access to the same academic content 
presented to grade-appropriate students. This im- 
pression derives largely from cooperative group 
efforts and heterogeneous grouping of students 
(i.e., grouping low, middle and high performers for 
the same lesson). While heterogeneous grouping of 
students for some activities is important, significant 
access to the instructional content can occur only if 
the material matches the skill leve' of the children. If 
a lesson is presented to a group of children who 
exhibit great individual differences in skill and knowl- 
edge, the lower performers do not have access to the 
content because they lack skills and knowledge 
needed to learn the content. Their participation in the 
lesson is therefore superficial. 

Practices that appear to provide children with 
access to the content through superficial interactions 
are abusive and may be discriminatory. These 
practices include: 

1) using instructional material that is greatly beyond 
individual-student skill level; e.g., grouping chil- 
dren heterogeneously for instruction; 

2) requiringparentstoprovideteachingthrough home- 
work assignments. 

Limited Access to the Content 

We can make four major assertions that explain 
how a limited access to content contributes to aca- 
demic abuse of children. 

Assertion 1 . If the material or the lesson requires 
the children to learn much more than they are ca- 
pable of learning in the allotted time period, the 
curriculum is abusive. 

An extreme example would be to present lessons 
that are appropriate for eighth-grade math to second 
graders. Forthemto perfomi adequately in a lesson, 
they would have to learn enormous amounts of 
information in each class period, not over many 
years. 

If the curriculum requires an unreasonable amount 
of learning in a short period of time, the abuse is 
observed in the following ways: 
a. The probability of children succeeding on any task 

the teacher presents is low. A high density of 



errors means that the children receive high-rate 
information that they are failures. Understand- 
ably, they develop negative attitudes about them- 
selves and the subject. 

b. If the later material in the program builds on the 
skills taught earlier, the children who have not 
mastered the earlier-presented material will con- 
tinue to fail. 

c. The failure implies that these students will be pre- 
empted from any activities or opportunities asso- 
ciated with the failed content or subject. (If the 
children fail math, they would not be serious po- 
tential candidates for any hard science, medicine, 
engineering, etc.) 

Assertion 2. The high density of errors means that 
it is unlikely that the teacher will be able to correct the 
mistakes in a way that permits the children to retain 
the information. (If the teacher provides corrections 
on 60 errors during a period, the chance of students 
remembering the information on even half of them is 
unlikely.) If the teacher tries to "firm" students on 
content (i.e., go over and over the content until the 
students master it) the teaching is still abusive since: 

a. The teacher will not be able to "teach" a lesson in 
a single period because of the amount of time 
spent on "drilling'* children and repeating parts the 
children miss. Firrr ng children on a single lusson 
may require two periods or nxjre. 

b. The density of errors is too great for children to 
retain much of the material, even after such firm- 
ing. Therefore, the children's rate of learning will 
continue to be extremely slow. 

c. Even if children apparently "master"a lesson, they 
will not have mastered the content because the 
firming does not provide a systematic building of 
information and skills from the first-grade level to 
the level required by the lesson. Rather, the 
firming is referenced to the various items the 
children miss. The firming, therefore, amounts to 
blind stipulation, which may result in children pro- 
ducing the correct "responses" but with inadequate 
understanding of what they are doing or why. 

Assertion 3. As a rule of thumb, if the children do 
not produce at least 70 percent flrst-tlme-correct 
responses on the tasks and problems presented in 
the lesson, the material will tend to be abusive. 

If children can perform at around 70 percent cor- 
rect or above before receiving any firming or correc- 
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tions, the probability is great that the children will be 
able to master the material presented in the lesson. 
The amount of neM& learning required is not over- 
whelming. Furthermore, the children have confi- 
dence. Given that they understand whether or not 
they are performing adequately, they know that most 
of the time, they'll get the right answer or solve the 
problem correctly. 

If the first-time-correct drops to 50 percent, the/ll 
become tentative because theyll know that their 
answers are rejected by the teacher about half of the 
time. The amount of new learning required for these 
children is much greater than is required for children 
at 70 percent first-time-con-ect. If the first-lime- 
correct percentage drops below 50 percent, students 
receive substantial amounts of information that they 
are failures. Also, the amount of new learning re- 
quired for them to perform in the series of lessons is 
overwhelming, and the probability of the children 
being able to master the content (even after receiving 
extensive drill and practice) is very low. 

Firsl-time-correct performance ca, i be easily mea- 
sured. Present the content of a lesson to a group of 
students and carefully record their performance - 
their answers to the questions, their work in solving 
problems. If students make mistakes, tell them the 
correct answer and go on. Do not try to "firm" them. 
At the end of the lesson, compute the number of 
tasks (problems, questions, directions that required 
a response from the students) and whether the 
student response was correct or incorrect. The ratio 
shows the extent to which students of different ability 
levels were punished by the lesson. 

Correct Responses 

Total Tasks # 

Assertion 4. As a rule of thumb, the optimum 
placement for diverse students of the same age is at 
different levels of Instructional material, not at the 
same level. 

a. This assertion derives from the 70-percent-first- 
time-correct principle. If we used the 70-percent 
principle to place a population of students in an 
instructional sequence that progressively devel- 
ops skills from simple to complex, children of the 
same age would place at different levels. Their 
placement suggests their historyofleaming. Some 
have learned iTX>re, some less, during the same 
period of time. 

b. The appropriate initial placement of students im- 
plies both the appropriateness of the first lesson 
the students receive and the rate at which the 
students will progress. Appropriate placement 
Implies that the teacher will be able to teach 
students to mastery during the time allotted 
for each lesson. Therefore, the teacher will be 



able to progress at the grade-appropriate rate. 
Note that lower-performing students who are ap- 
propriately placed will master material at a rate 
considerably faster than they have achieved in the 
past. 

c. The fact that students are able to master the 
material presented by the teacher means that they 
understandably develop a nrwre positive image of 
themselves as competent learners. 
Note; This scenario assumes that the lessons 
continue to progress in a manner that permits stu- 
dents to maintain a 70-percent-first-time-correct 
performance. If the sequence is "uneven," the stu- 
dents would have difficulties, and would not always 
achieve mastery within the allotted time period; how- 
ever, their performance would not be greatly inferior 
to the performance of younger students who were 
appropriately placed in the same lesson sequence, 
based on their 70-percent performance. The younger 
students would be high performers; however, they 
would tend to have the same difficulties as the older 
lower performers in the same sequence. The les- 
sons, therefore, and not the children are creating the 
difficulties. 

In summary, placement is abusive if the potential 
for student mastery of the material is low. Poor 
placement may force the student to perform at a 
much slower rate than would be possible if the 
student were placed appropriately; an inappropriate 
placement will lead to a much greater density of 
errors and failures and therefore promotes a nega- 
tive self-image; the placement requires the student 
to learn superficial details because mastery is largely 
impossible. 

Identifying Placement Abuses 

School practices often create egregious abuses 
by placing students in curricular sequences that are 
greatly discrepant with the students' performance. 
One way to identify these abuses Is to compare 
achievement test performance with the content 
taught to students. While abuses may not be 
evWent for relatively small discrepancies, they would 
certainly be noticeable for large discrepancies. For 
example, the NAEP test of math performance dis- 
closed that the average eighth-grader in California 
did not understand fractions, could not perform basic 
operations (adding, subtracting, multiplying) and 
therefore was pre-empted from understanding prob- 
ability (as it is expressed mathematically) and ratios. 

According to the 1985 California Math Frame- 
work, the eighth-grade math curriculum presented 
problems of the following types. 

• Investigate square roots. Construct line seg- 
ments of length, \f2, \A4.\/^. and so 
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on. Estimate square roots of larger numbers 
and check. Use the divide-and-average 
method with a calculator to get closer and 
closer to the square root of a given number. 

• Write a set of directions for a younger student, 
explaining how to add 2/5 and 1/3. Then use 
a picture and write an explanation as to why 
you add fractions the way you do. 

• Given a table of values, such as 



-2 


-1 


0 


1 


2 


3 


4 


5 


10 


100 


-8 


-5 


-2 


1 


4 


7 











find the missing values, sketch a graph, and 
find a formula by guessing and checking. 

• Make a table, and sketch a graph of each 
function: 

y = 1/2x-3 y = [x-4] y = x^-5 
y = X (X - 2) (X - 4) y 1/x 

• What are the possible results of rolling two 
dice and subtracting the number showing on 
the face of one from that showing on the face 
of the other in such a way that a non-negative 
result is obtained? Guess which result is more 
likely. Try the experiment 50 to 1 00 times and 
record your results. Make a chart to find the 
theoretical probability of each outcome. 

The act of presenting this content to a large num- 
ber of eighth graders in California is an obvious 
declaration of academic child abuse. The probability 
of students learning the material is about zero. The 
probability that the teacher could bring the students 
to a level of mastery is about zero: the probability that 
the students will be confident about their ability to 
learn the material is about zero. The amount of 
learning that would be required for the students to 
master the content of the first lesson is so substantial 
that they couldn't possibly be prepared for the first 
lesson without two years or more of careful instruc- 
tion. If the first-time-correct performance of the 
students in the eighth-grade curriculum were mea- 
sured, it would be far less than 50 percent - possibly 
close to zero. 

California not only installed programs that created 
such academic child abuse; the state retained them 
for years, which means that the schools were appar- 
ently satisfied with the results. If the schools knew 
aboutthe results, this decision was inhumane. If they 
did not know about their results, the educational 
decision makers were irresponsible. 

Installing New Programs 

A variation of this abuse occurs when the schools 
install newly adopted instructional materials. Even if 
the newly adopted material is reasonable in terms of 
its skill-development sequence, it may be perfectly 



unreasonable for the students at a particular grade 
level. 

For example, the school adopts an instructional 
program teaching math in grades 1 through 6. The 
school installs the fourth level of the program in the 
fourth grades, the fifth level in the fifth grades and the 
sixth in the sixth grades, without regard to student 
performance. This procedure is the standard within 
the schools. It benefits the publisher of the instruc- 
ttonal materials, but it may represent serfous aca- 
demic child abuse for the schools. 

In the average school district, the average fourth 
grader is at least a year below grade level in math, for 
exarr:ple. If the newly adopted math series presents 
grade-appropriate teaching, the average fourth grader 
would not benefit greatly from the content because 
the probability of the student mastering grade-appro- 
priate content is low. 

A far more sensible practice than tabloid place- 
ment of students by grade level numbers would be to 
identify the level that is appropriate for different 
students and place them accordingly. 

A good instructional sequence permits mastery of 
each lesson, unit, or segment. For mastery to be 
possible for appropriately-placed students, the gra- 
dient of skill introduction must be both constant and 
accessible to the students. A poor program has a 
lumpy gradient, with much of what is presented not 
accessible to the appropriately-placed student. This 
fact is disclosed by placing students whose first- 
time-correct-response rate is 70 percent in the pro- 
gram and documenting the relative "unevenness" of 
the students' performance. If the program is taught 
as specified but is characterized by periodic dips in 
student performance (appropriately-placed students 
dropping to 50 percent first-time-correct or less on 
lessons or skills) the program is not well designed 
and should be discarded. It will result in students 
failing to learn at a rate that is suggested by the 
presentation of the content in the program. (The 
content may cover the fourth grade curriculum; how- 
ever, it is unlikely that the appropriately-placed stu- 
dent will master this material.) 

Discriminatory Practices 
Based on Individual 
Differences 

Abusive practices become discriminatory when 
particular sub-groups ot a population are selectively 
subjected to the abusive practice or when the likeli- 
hood of the abuse is far greater for one sub-group of 
the population than it is for other groups. Blacks, 
non-English speaking students, and at-risk children 
receive serious injuries from misplacement in in- 
structional sequences and from practices that re- 
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quire parents to provide instruction in criticai skill 
areas. 

Heterogeneous grouping for instruction is a 
prima-facie discriminatory practice. 

According to Assertion 1 , a practice is abusive if it 
requires children to learn nnuch more than they are 
capable of learning in the allotted time period. Het- 
erogeneous grouping for instaiction presents the 
same lesson to children of varying ability, including 
at-risk children and limited-English speakers. The 
probability of lower performer's being able lo leam 
enough to benefit fully from the lesson is far less than 
it is for grade-appropriate students. Therefore, the 
presentation of lessons to a heterogeneous group is 
discriminatory. The grade-appropriate students 
have access to the content of the lesson; the 
tower performers don't. 

Assertion 2 suggests that the presentation is abu- 
sive even if the teacher attempts to '1irm" students 
through additional practice and repetition. In a het- 
erogeneous setting, the mistakes will be made over- 
whelmingly by the lower-performing children. By 
firming the mistakes thesechlldrenmake.theteacher 
is providing differential or discriminatory treatment. 
The lesson Is clearly not the same for these 
children as It Is for the grade-appropriate stu- 
dents. Lower performers are required to learn more 
than the grade-appropriate students; they are re- 
quired to learn this ainrK)unt during the same class 
period in which the grade-appropriate students are 
required to leam much less. The learning rate 
required for the lower perfonners is many times that 
of the higher performers, even though the lower 
performers have a history of learning at possibly five- 
eighths the rate of the grade appropriate students. 

Even if this additional practice is provided, the 
probability of lower performers being able to master 
grade-appropriate content is very low, which implies 
another great difference in the lesson as it is received 
by the lower performers. The additional drill and 
practice does not result in mastery, simply in differ- 
ential treatment. 

Attempts to teach to mastery in a heterogeneous 
setting are discriminatory to all children. The curricu- 
lum is appropriate for grade-appropriate students. 
The rate of presentation would be appropriate for 
these students if all the con-ections the teacher 
provided (and the pacing of the lesson) were refer- 
enced to the performance of grade-appropriate stu- 
dents. 

This practice would be flagrantly discriminatory 
because it subjects the lower performers both to a 
lesson that is inappropriate for them and to pacing 
that is inappropriate for them. By attempting to bring 
everybody in the class to mastery, the teacher paces 
the lesson according to the performance of the low- 
est performers in the class (the students who are 



farthest in skills and knowledge from the content and 
who therefore make the greatest number of mistakes 
and who require the greatest anrwunt of repetition). 
This pacing is highly inappropriate for the grade- 
appropriate students. Lessons will require at least 
twice the amount of time they would require if they 
were referenced to the performance of the grade- 
appropriate students. 

The result is that grade-appropriate students are 
the targets of a different type of academic child 
abuse. They are in a program that is appropriate for 
their skill level, but they are being slowed to the pace 
of low-pertorming children who have a very limited 
possibility of mastering the lesson content. When 
this practice continues for several school years, 
there are no grade-appropriate students. By fiat, 
higher perfonners slowed down to half their potential 
learning rate. 

Attempts to make parents responsible for the 
academic learning of their children are discrimina- 
tory and irresponsible. Certainly, parents should be 
informed about what the schools are teaching. Spe- 
cific training for parents of at-risk children is ex- 
tremely beneficial. Involving parents in the school 
operation is also beneficial. However, suggestions 
that the parents are responsible for the child's 
learning of academic skills are discriminatory. 
The reason is that the parents with children who are 
well prepared have provided for much of that prepa- 
ration. Parents of lower performing students do not 
know how to provide for such preparation and may 
not be in a setting that permits them to be of much 
assistance in the child's academic learning. Often 
the parents who could benefit most from instruction 
about how to work with their children on academic 
learning are lUe parents who most probably will not 
be available' for the training. Similariy, the parents 
who are least able to help their children In a subject 
such as reading or arithmetic are the parents who 
may not be proficient in the subject. 

If the involvement of parents is suggested as a 
"necessary" elen^ent for student success, the in- 
volvement requires differential anwunts of wori< from 
different parents, with the parents least able to pro- 
vide the help responsible for the greatest anwunt of 
"teaching." 

Consider the heterogeneous setting. The at-risk 
students in the classroom are totally misplaced. The 
schools tell the parents that they should work more 
with their children. For the parents of grade-appro- 
priate students, this may involve working on a rela- 
tively small set of difficulties. Parents of the at-risk 
child are required to have a more thorough under- 
standing of the content (because they are required to 
teach more), devote nrwre time (because the firming 
would require considerably more time than that 
needed by the grade-appropriate student) and ac- 
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cess a larger number of resources. The goal is 
unreasonable and greatly discriminatory. 

Similarly, any **assignments" that clearly require 
teaching or help from parents is discriminatory and 
abusive. An example of such an assignment is 
homewortc that students would probably not be able 
to complete without help. If homework is assigned to 
heterogeneous groups, the same difficulties that the 
lower performers have in the classroom are now 
extended to home. The probability of help being 
available is far less than it is in the home of the grade- 
appropriate student. 

For at-risk children or limited-English students, 
the probability should be very great that: a) the 
stu-'.ints are able to do the homework assignment 
independently; b) the homework assignment requires 
a manageable anDount of time. Laborious assign- 
ments are not necessary if the curriculum is reason- 
ably well designed. A mle for elementary schools is 
that there should be "study" periods in school that 
provide students with sufficient time to complete all 
their homework assignments. 

The more the performance of children relies on 
e\1ensive homewortc assignments, the more the prac- 
tice provides a selective advantage for higher-per- 
forming students. If much of the learning that is 
required of students is achieved through homework 
assignments, the practice is greatly discriminatory. 
In summary, many school practices contribute to 



placement abuses that can be identified by compar- 
ing test performance with the content taught to stu- 
dents. Large discrepancies between expected and 
actual student performance, as in the case of the 
1985 California Math Framework, illustrate place- 
ment abuse that leads to widespread academic fail- 
ure. Heterogeneous grouping is also abusive and 
discriminatory since sub-groups such as urtDan blacks, 
non-English speaking, and at-risk children are not 
likely to have equal access to the content of each 
lesson compared to grade-appropriate students. The 
result is that both groups suffer discrimination. Grade- 
appropriate students are slowed down and exposed 
to extensive, ineffective firming procedures. Their 
lower-performing peers have little chance of success 
in mastering materials that require an inordinate 
amount of learning. 

The suggestion that parents become more in- 
volved in the education of their children is reason- 
able. However, parents cannot be expected to have 
the expertise, time and resources necessary to sig- 
nificantly improve the academic performance of their 
children. This is especially true for at-risk parerits 
who may be ill-prepared and may need much assis- 
tance to significantly improve the child's academic 
learning. All parents cannot contribute equally to 
remedy the problems caused by schools . The heavier 
burden falls upon those parents least able to provide 
the help. That's discriminatory. 



ERLC 



I 



I'ASC 

INTERNATIONAL INSTITUTE FOR 
ADVOCACY FOR SCHOOL CHILDREN 

296 West 8th Avenue 
Eugene, Oregon 97401 



Leading the fight against acadennic child abuse 



For more information, do not hesitiate to contact: 



'ASC 



INTERNATIONAL INSTITUTE FOR 
ADVOCACY FOR SCHOOL CHILDREN 

296 West 8th Avenue 
Eugene, Oregon 974D1 
(503] 485-6349 
1503] 683-7543 [fax] 

Executive Officer 
Nicholas Maddalena. Ph. D. 




Directors 

Barbara Boceman. Ph. D.. J. O. 
Profeaaor, Unis/araity of Oregon 

Alan Hofmoiator. Ph. D. 
Professor, Utah State University 

Ogdon LIndoloy. Ph. D 
Professor Emeritua. University of Kenaes 

Edward Schaefor. Ph. O. 
Pn'ncipai. Shields Elementary. Lewes, Delawere 

Sara Tarver. Ph. D 
Professor. University of Wisconain-Medison 



